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On Aug. 16, Leonel Antonio Fernandez Reyna became the 100th president of the Dominican
Republic, ending more than thirty years of iron-fisted political domination by the 89- year-old
outgoing president, Joaquin Balaguer. Fernandez ran for the vice presidency in 1994 on the
Partido de la Liberacion Dominicana (PLD) ticket headed by Juan Bosch. Following the loss, the
octogenarian Bosch retired from active politics and Fernandez assumed the party leadership.
He then began transforming the party, moving it from its leftist roots toward the right, and he
successfully won the party nomination for the 1996 elections.
Fernandez won the presidential election in a runoff on June 30, defeating Jose Francisco Pena
Gomez of the Partido Revolucionario Dominicano (PRD) by a margin of 51% to 49%. Fernandez
owes his victory to an alliance between Balaguer, head of the Partido Reformista Social Cristiano
(PRSC), and his long-time rival and PLD founder Bosch. The alliance, the Frente Patriotico Nacional
(FPN), was formed for the express purpose of defeating Pena Gomez (see NotiSur, 05/24/96 and
07/12/96). However, the FPN dissolved shortly after the election and Balaguer's supporters were told
not to accept positions in the Fernandez administration. Political sources said Balaguer ended his
alliance with Fernandez's PLD because the president-elect refused to support the PRSC's demand
for control over judicial appointments.
On Aug. 6, Fernandez proposed an alliance between the PLD and the PRD to improve the new
administration's governability. Fernandez's proposal would have enabled the PLD to share control
of the Chamber of Deputies with the PRD, while the PRSC continued to lead the Senate. However,
his proposal was rejected and the alliance that emerged was between the PRSC and the PRD, which
gave them overwhelming control of both houses of Congress, most municipal governments, and the
judiciary. Thus, within weeks of successfully blocking Pena Gomez's presidential bid, Balaguer, who
has said that in politics "there are no enemies," negotiated with his former rival to continue to wield
considerable power and to dominate the new National Council of Magistrates, which will appoint all
Dominican judges, including Supreme Court justices.
Thus, as Fernandez takes office, his prospects for good relations with Congress are dim and the
next legislative elections are two years off. The PRSC-PRD alliance will be able to block Fernandez's
proposals, since the PLD has only a small number of delegates in Congress. The PRD holds 15 of the
30 senate seats, the PRSC has 14, and the PLD only one. In the Chamber of Deputies, the PRD has 58
seats, the PRSC 46, and the PLD the remaining 12. However, analysts say that chronic absenteeism
in the legislature could prove a more serious obstacle to Fernandez than his party's lack of numbers.
On Aug. 20, the first day of the legislative session, only two of the 30 senators were present and the
body quickly adjourned for lack of a quorum. While some observers say that the PRSC had lost
interest in participating in government now that it is no longer in power, they also point out that
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traditionally PRSC legislators only showed up when Balaguer explicitly requested their presence
and the opposition only showed up when the PRSC came.
According to PRD Sen. Milagros Ortiz Bosch, the legislature has no experience in operating
independently. She said even funds to operate the legislature were tightly controlled by Balaguer,
who would simply cut off the money when he wanted to pressure Congress. During his campaign,
the 42-year-old Fernandez, who attended grade and high school in New York, promised to end
"hypercorruption" and "caudillismo." However, since his election came through the alliance
between the two national symbols of caudillismo, ridding politics of that legacy will be difficult.
In addition, before Fernandez took office, Balaguer went on a huge spending spree, funding
pet projects and providing perks to cronies. The Dominican press published a report from the
nonpartisan civic organization Participacion Ciudadana that said in the past six months, Balaguer
spent more than double the amount budgeted for the Office of the Presidency for the entire
year. According to the report, the former president used money that had been allocated to other
ministries. For example, the Ministry of Public Health only received 17.7% of its budget, Education
34.4%, and Agriculture 13.3%.
Balaguer has held onto power through a combination of paternalism, at times brutal dictatorship,
and shrewd political maneuvering that has included election fraud. And, since the controversial 1994
elections, he has initiated public works in mushrooming numbers, with the Office of the Presidency
taking over direct payment of the contractors. Many of the projects are housing units constructed
by the state. However, accusations of corruption have surfaced regarding the allocation of the units,
with some people saying they were awarded keys in public ceremonies to apartments that did not
exist. As a result of the spending binge, the public domestic debt that will be assumed by the new
administration will exceed US$384 million, almost 19% of the 1996 budget.
One of the main problems Fernandez will face is how to pay for Balaguer's public-works projects
and service the foreign debt, which now totals more than US$4 billion. However, despite the
financial burden, on Aug. 19, Fernandez agreed to finish projects costing more than US$80 million.
Nevertheless, he said that once those projects were finished, he would dedicate whatever state
resources were available toward improving health, education, potable water, and housing services.
Finishing the housing projects will help Fernandez resolve the problems faced by thousands of
families who were displaced by Balaguer to build plazas, parks, hospitals, highways, and luxury
apartments for public officials, military officers, and relatives of the president and members of his
administration.
Meanwhile, Participacion Ciudadana said Fernandez will take over an "economically and socially
backward" country. "When he assumed power three decades ago, Balaguer took over a country with
an intermediate level of development in Latin America," said Miguel Ceara Hatton, spokesperson
for the organization. "Today he turns over a country that is far behind." Cearna Hatton also said
that the crisis in public services is the result of "the autocratic exercise of power carried out by
Balaguer." During his inaugural address, Fernandez promised to reduce the high level of poverty,
which affects 60% of the population, and unemployment, which affects 20% of the work force, with
another 20% earning a living in the informal sector. He also promised to change the social security
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system, which is nonfunctional. "Until now, governability in Latin America was threatened by coups
that overturned elected civilian governments," said the new president. "The threat today, on the
other hand, is the inability to satisfy the needs of the population. There is no democracy where there
are empty stomachs, where there is no right to education and health."
Referring to the challenges presented by economic globalization, Fernandez said they could not be
met "by only one person or only one party, not even by various political parties, but only through
the efforts of the whole society." To meet those challenges, Fernandez called on the PRSC and the
PRD to support him in Congress to approve laws related to privatizations, specifically bills that
effect electric- power generation; health; education; regulation of banking activities; and revamping
the judicial system. Fernandez denied that his party's small representation in Congress will be an
obstacle, saying that the legislature would be a counterweight to the executive. "Rather than being
interpreted as evidence of a weak mandate because of the lack of a congressional majority, this PRD
experience that begins today ought to be seen as an opportunity offered to the Dominican society for
democracy to function apart from authoritarian criteria and exclusive practices," said Fernandez.
Shortly after taking office, Fernandez appointed his cabinet. It includes: Secretary of the Presidency Danilo Medina
Technical Secretary of the Presidency - Eduardo Selman
Administrative Secretary of the Presidency - Diandino Pena
Secretary of Foreign Relations - Eduardo Latorre
Secretary of Defense - Gen. Juan Bautista Rojas Tabat
Attorney General - Abel Rodriguez del Orbe
Secretary of Public Works - Jaime Duran Hernando
Secretary of Commerce and Industry - Luis Manuel Bonetti Secretary of Health and Social Welfare Erasmo Vasquez
Secretary of Finance - Daniel Toribio
Secretary of Agriculture - Frank Rodriguez
Secretary of Interior and Police - Norge Botello
Secretary of Education - Ligia Amada Melo
Secretary of Tourism - Felix Jimenez
Secretary of Sports - Juan Marichal
Legal Advisor for the Presidency - Cesar Pina Toribio
(Sources: Notimex, 08/15/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/01/96, 08/14/96, 08/16/96, 08/17/96; Reuter,
07/12/96, 08/08/96, 08/14/96, 08/16/96, 08/20/96; Spanish news service EFE, 07/31/96, 08/06/96,
08/13/96, 08/15/96, 08/16/96, 08/19/96, 08/21/96)
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